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APOCRYPHAL LEGENDS ABOUT THE 
APOSTLES IN EARLY CHRISTIAN ART 
AND POETRY: A SURVEY
Abstract
The apostles have always been considered important characters of the bibli-
cal narrative. They were the primary witnesses of Christ’s presence on earth. 
Many Christian writings were ascribed to an apostle to enhance their authority. 
Moreover, Peter, the leader of the apostles, was considered to legitimatize the 
position of the Roman bishop. Therefore, in early Christian art and poetry the 
apostles occur regularly. Due to the fact that only very little information about 
their lives was given in the books of the New Testament, artists and poets had 
to be creative in their references to the Twelve. The third and fourth centu-
ries witness the representation of the apostles in Christian art and poetry. A 
variety of poetic genres (epic, epigrams, hymns) cultivated by poets of different 
backgrounds (Proba, Damasus, Prudentius, Paulinus of Nola) makes clear that 
each poet used the apostles for his or her own purpose. In the pictorial arts of 
the period, mosaics and sarcophagi form important objects to study the earliest 
depictions of the apostles. The apocryphal writings are important sources of 
information, as the death of Peter and Paul was the main (non-biblical) theme 
in the representation of the apostles in early Christian art and poetry.
When the emperor Constantine assumed absolute power over an undi-
vided Roman Empire in the year 324, the majority of Europe unexpect-
edly found itself governed by a man favourably disposed towards Chris-
tianity.1 Nearly all his successors were Christians too (except for Julian 
the Apostate, emperor in the period 361-363). Consequently, Christian 
culture soon became dominant, with the age-old traditions incorporat-
ed in this new framework.
1 I would like to thank the editor of the present collection for her useful suggestions 
and dr. Claire Stocks (Radboud University Nijmegen) for correcting the English text.
The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles in Latin Christianity, ed. by Els Rose, Proceedings of 
ISCAL 1 (Turnhout, 2014), pp. 85–112.
© BREPOLSHPUBLISHERS 10.1484/M.ISCAL-EO.5.102715

ROALD DIJKSTRA
Early Christian literature provides telling examples. Every Roman 
aristocrat in the fourth century AD received a traditional rhetorical and 
literary education. He knew many great Latin authors by heart, espe-
cially the most popular poet of Rome: Vergil. Literary texts were often 
discussed among friends. Even a pagan aristocrat might, therefore, come 
across someone reading the following passage:
And as soon as the light gives itself back to earth tomorrow, there will 
be only one against me and for the ruin of my people, while he presents 
himself as a peace mediator regarding our body.2
Our Roman aristocrat would easily recognise the components of these 
verses, because they were all written by Vergil,3 but not in this order. He 
would have been astonished because he would have never seen such a 
text and probably could not have made sense of it. Most modern readers 
will understand his embarrassment very well.
The obscure text cited above, which will be explained below, reflects 
the situation of a time in which Christianity changed society in many 
aspects. This article focuses on such changes in art and poetry. The ap-
pearance of the apostles in early Christian poetry and art is investigated 
by providing some general characteristics of the representation of the 
apostles in both media, with particular focus on the use of apocryphal 
apostle stories. A brief comparison of apocryphal stories in art and po-
etry follows, focusing on Peter and Paul.
The world of early Christianity and its apocrypha
Following the intermittent persecution of the Christians in the first 
centuries of our era, the Christian religion quickly became the most 
2 et lux cum primum terris se crastina reddet, / unus erit tantum in me exitiumque meo­
rum, / dum paci medium se offert de corpore nostro. Proba, Cento Probae 593-5. C. Schenkl 
(ed.), Poetae Christiani minores, Vienna, 1888, Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latino-
rum, 16. Translation (adapted): E.A. Clark – D. F. Hatch, The Golden Bough, the Oaken 
Cross. The Virgilian Cento of Faltonia Betitia Proba, Chico, 1981, p. 82-83.
3 Verse 593 = Aeneid 8,170; v. 594 is taken from Aen. 5,814 and Aen. 8,386 respec-
tively; the beginning of v. 595 is from Aen. 7,536. The last three words of v. 595 could 
have been taken from several verses in Vergil’s oeuvre. M. Bažil, Centones Christiani. 
Métamorphoses d’une forme intertextuelle dans la poésie latine chrétienne de l’Antiquité tar­
dive, Turnhout, 2009, p. 281-313 presents Proba’s entire text and the verses from Vergil 
on which it is based.
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important and influential religion of the empire in the fourth century. 
The conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine (306-337) made the 
Christian religion acceptable for all strands of Roman society. In 391, 
only seventy years later, the emperor Theodosius (379-395) stated that 
Christianity was the only religion allowed in the whole empire, marking 
a change in direction for an empire which had, up to this point, been 
known for its tolerance to a variety of religious convictions.
What Christians actually believed, was derived from their collection 
of sacred books that we still know now as the Bible. However, there were 
many Christian texts in circulation at the time that presented dogmas 
and stories resembling those found in the Bible, but which were not in-
cluded in the biblical canon. These were (later) called apocryphal texts.4 
The formation of the biblical canon was a long and chaotic process and 
we should be aware of the fact that the councils of 393 (Hippo), 397 
(Carthage) and 417 (Carthage), which confirmed the canon as we know 
it today, were local meetings: rather than promulgating new ideas about 
the corpus of authentic Christian writings, they simply confirmed what 
was already common practice. The first list in which all of the books 
that together we call the New Testament occur is in Eusebius’ Historia 
Ecclesiastica (3,25), written in the first half of the fourth century. Never-
theless, most parts of the New Testament were generally accepted before 
Eusebius (cf. e.g. the canon Muratori from the second century): there-
fore, I feel free to use the words Bible and New Testament when refer-
ring to the period of Late Antiquity, for the sake of convenience.5
According to most Christians in the fourth century, canonical texts 
were inspired by the Holy Spirit, were accepted as a source for readings 
during Mass, and were deemed authoritative in a way comparable to the 
books of the Old Testament.6 Inspired books were considered to be part 
of an unbroken chain of apostolic teaching from the time of the apos-
4 See for the problematic definition of apocryphal texts and the circumstances in 
which these texts were produced the contribution of Rémi Gounelle in the present col-
lection of articles.
5 See e.g. W. Schneemelcher, ‘Zur Geschichte des neutestamentlichen 
Kanons’, in W. Schneemelcher (ed.), Neutestamentliche Apokryphen. I. Evangelien, 
Tübingen, 1999, vol. I, p. 7-40 and G. Stroumsa, ‘The Christian hermeneutical revolu-
tion and its double helix’, in L.V. Rutgers – P.W. van der Horst – H. W. Have-
laar – L. Teugels (eds.), The use of sacred books in the ancient world, Louvain, p. 9-28. 
Doubts were primarily uttered about the Revelation of John and the New Testament 
letters that were not transmitted on the name of Paul.
6 R. Roukema, ‘La tradition apostolique et le canon du Nouveau Testament’, in 
A. Hilhorst (ed.), The apostolic age in patristic thought, Leiden – Boston, 2004, p. 86-
103, at p. 87.
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tles to the present. This tradition was linked to the apostles because they 
were seen as the most reliable witnesses to Christ’s presence on earth. 
They had walked with him, had seen his miracles, and had felt his power. 
Whilst Paul had not ‘seen’ Christ on earth, he was accepted as member 
of the twelve by most Christians since he claimed to have seen Christ in 
his vision on the way to Damascus.
Yet the biblical canon lacked many of the details in which people 
were interested, such as how the apostles died, and so several non-ca-
nonical texts that completed the canon went into circulation. In as far 
as they did not contradict the Bible they were tolerated by the Church.7 
Among them were many texts about the apostles.
We have seen that the apostles were associated with authenticity and 
canonicity. But they were also used as a means of legitimising the posi-
tion of the bishops, in particular that of the bishop of Rome.8 This idea 
was vigorously propagated in the fourth century by the Pope (and poet) 
Damasus. Damasus claimed to be the direct successor of Peter, to whom 
Christ had said: ‘And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my church and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give 
you the keys of the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt 16, 18).9
The apostles thus had an important position in the early Church.10 
Their role in poetry and art became especially important from the 
fourth century onwards. In the first Christian poems, e.g. those written 
by the obscure poet Commodianus (fl. 260), they had only a minor role: 
the poets paid more attention to Jesus Christ than to his disciples. The 
same attitude can be discerned in early Christian art. The first figurative 
Christian art was created towards the end of the second century, shortly 
before the first Christian poems. However, it was under Constantine 
that both art and poetry really developed. In that period, more intel-
7 Collections of translated apocryphal texts are e.g. J.K. Elliott, The apocryphal 
New Testament. A collection of apocryphal Christian literature in an English translation, 
Oxford, 1993 in English; Schneemelcher (ed.), Neutestamentliche Apokryphen. I. 
Evangelien in German  – with much background information  – and A. De Santos, 
Los evangelios apocrifos, Madrid, 1963, which is bilingual (Greek/Latin – Spanish). In 
French: P. Geoltrain – F. Bovon, Écrits apocryphes chrétiens I, Paris, 1997 and J.-D. 
Kaestli – P. Geoltrain, Écrits apocryphes chrétiens II, Paris, 2005.
8 See e.g. T.J. Cornell – W. Speyer, ‘Gründer’, in T. Klauser (ed.), Reallexikon 
für Antike und Christentum, Stuttgart, 1983, vol. 12, p. 1107-1171, at p. 1148-55.
9 For translations of biblical texts I cite the New International Version Bible (NIVB).
10 For an overview see e.g. G.G. Blum, ‘Der Niederschlag der Apostolizitätsthe-
matik in der Volksfrömmigkeit, der Kunst und Architektur der Alten Kirche’, Römische 
Quartalschrift fur christliche Altertumskunde und Kirchengeschichte 73 (1978), p. 174-92.
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lectuals – who were able to write verses and to contribute to the high 
costs of sarcophagi or the decoration of monumental churches – became 
members of the Christian Church. Monumental art began to emerge, 
whereas previously Christian art was mainly to be found underground, 
in the catacombs.
The apostles in early Christian poetry
Let us return to the middle of the fourth century, to the Roman aris-
tocrat whom I mentioned earlier. After he had heard the strange verses 
cited above, he would wonder who had maltreated Vergil so irreverently 
and why. The man reading the text to him would explain to him that 
these verses were written by Proba, a female Christian poet who believed 
that the great pagan author Vergil was an anima naturaliter christiana, 
‘a naturally Christian soul’.11 Proba used entire verses and parts of verses 
from Vergil to write a new poem in which she told biblical stories. This is 
called a cento.12 Inevitably, the new poem was very obscure. Proba sum-
marised the Bible in only 694 hexameters and she did not add any non-
Vergilian words. For that reason, she could not mention biblical names. 
That is one of the problems of our passage:
And as soon as the light gives itself back to earth tomorrow, there will 
be only one against me and for the ruin of my people, while he presents 
himself as a peace mediator regarding our body.13
Who is it whom the text is talking about? For a Christian knowing the 
Bible, the context of the passage makes clear that Christ is speaking about 
Judas. The words used to designate Judas – whose name is of course not 
found in Vergil – are taken from positive contexts in the Aeneid which 
is – in the words of Gérard Genette – the hypotext of Proba’s cento:14 
11 See the prooemium of Proba’s cento, verse 23: Vergilium cecinisse loquar pia 
munera Christi: ‘I will tell how Vergil has sung the sacred duties of Christ.’
12 See e.g. M. Bažil, Centones Christiani on the genre of the cento in Late Antiq-
uity (including a discussion of Proba’s poem) or – for a brief introduction to Proba – 
R.P.H. Green, ‘Proba’s Cento: its date, purpose and reception’, Classical Quarterly 45 
(1995), p. 551-563.
13 Cento Probae 593-5: et lux cum primum terris se crastina reddet, / unus erit tan­
tum in me exitiumque meorum, / dum paci medium se offert de corpore nostro.
14 Cf. the contribution by Evina Steinová to the present collection of articles.
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unus erit tantum is said about Palinurus, the helmsman of the Trojan 
hero Aeneas who is about to found Rome. Palinurus has to die as a peace 
offering for the sea god Poseidon, who is not willing to grant Aeneas and 
his companions a safe passage to Italy.15 This is even more remarkable be-
cause in the Christian epic tradition, which had started two decades ear-
lier with the Spanish priest and poet Juvencus, Aeneas is sometimes put 
on a par with Christ. Paci medium se offert in the original context of the 
Aeneid refers to Galaesus. Galaesus is an enemy of the Trojans, the ‘good 
guys’ of the Aeneid – just as Judas is an enemy of Christ. But the passage 
about Galaesus in the Aeneid is more positive than one would expect:
(...) and (...) old Galaesus, slain as he throws himself in between to plead 
for peace – he who was of all men most righteous and once wealthiest in 
Ausonia’s fields; for him five flocks bleated, five herds came back from 
pasture, and a hundred ploughs turned the soil.16
This positive characterisation of Galaesus is called to mind by the reader 
of Proba’s versification of Judas’ betrayal. It is difficult to interpret this: 
did Proba have ambiguous feelings about Judas’ role, comparable to 
those included in the recently discovered gospel of Judas?17 Or should 
we emphasize the ironical fact that Galaesus is called ditissimus by Vergil 
and Judas became ditissimus after his betrayal of Christ for thirty silver 
pieces (Mt 26, 15)? Whatever the answer is, it is clear that Proba wrote 
exclusively for a Christian elite audience. It is hardly possible to appreci-
ate her work without knowledge of the Bible and Vergil (and the other 
great Latin poets). At the same time, Proba’s cento is only one example 
15 Cf. Clark – Hatch, The Golden Bough, p. 134-5 for the importance Palinurus 
apparently had for Proba.
16 (...) seniorque Galaesus, / dum paci medium se offert, iustissimus unus / qui fuit 
Ausoniisque olim ditissimus aruis: / quinque greges illi balantum, quina redibant / ar­
menta, et terram centum vertebat aratris. Publius Vergilius Maro, Aeneis 7,535-9, 
F.A. Hirtzel, Vergili Maronis opera, Oxford, s.a. Translation (adapted): H.R. Fair-
clough – G.P. Goold, Virgil II: Aeneid VII­XII; Appendix Vergiliana (Loeb Classical 
Library 64), Cambridge, Mass. etc., 2000. Emphasis added by RD.
17 See the Gospel of Judas, e.g. 33 and 45-6 for positive remarks about Judas and 
56-7 about the betrayal. Cf. a remark of Augustine in his treatise De haeresibus about the 
Caiani, who considered Judas as ‘something divine’ (diuinum aliquid, haer. 18). It seems 
unlikely that Proba allowed a positive connotation to Judas’ representation ‘inconsape-
volmente’, as suggested in A. Badini – A. Rizzi, Proba. Il centone. Introduzione, testo, 
traduzione e commento a cura di Antonia Badini e Antonia Rizzi, Bologna, 2011, p. 198. 
For an overview of scholarly discussions about the gospel of Judas, see S. Cazelais, 
‘L’Évangile de Judas cinq ans après sa (re)découverte’, in A. Gagné – J.-F. Racine (eds.), 
En marge du canon. Études sur les écrits apocryphes juifs et chrétiens, Paris, 2012, p. 201-224.
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of the various ways in which Latin Christian poets creatively combined 
the classical heritage with the new Christian faith.
Proba’s literary play with classical texts was too daring for most early 
Christian poets and despite the passage in the cento, Judas certainly 
did not become a popular apostle in early Christian poetry. For most 
of the early Christian poets in the first half of the fourth century, the 
most important motive for referring to the apostles was the desire to 
emphasize unity. They presented the apostles together, as a collegium. 
This could be called concordia duodecim, an analogy for the more com-
mon designation of concordia apostolorum which referred to the unity of 
Peter and Paul. Hilary, bishop of Poitiers (315-368) said about Christ 
in one of his hymns: ‘He approved twelve men, through whom life is 
learnt.’18 The apostles’ lives and the unity among them were used as an 
example for the Christian community: the uita apostolica derived from 
the canonical book ‘Acts of the Apostles’ (Acts 4, 32-35). In general, the 
symbolic value of the apostles as followers and witnesses of Christ was 
more important in early Christian poetry than stories about the apostles 
as individual saints.19
In the second half of the fourth century, the cult of the saints de-
veloped rapidly. Pope Damasus (366-384) wrote about the martyrs in 
epigrams (in hexameters), which were attached to the walls of martyr 
churches. The Pope actively promoted the idea that the bishop of Rome 
18 Duodecim uiros probauit per quos uita discitur. Hilarius Pictaviensis, Liber 
hymnorum, Hymnum dicat turba fratrum 30, A. Feder, S. Hilarii Episcopi Pictaviensis 
Opera (Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum, 65), New York etc., 1966. Trans-
lation: author.
19 Most apocryphal narratives also focus on acts of individuals instead of on the 
twelve as a group (exceptions are the Gospel of the Twelve Apostles – now lost – and 
the Acts of Peter and the Twelve Apostles for which see H.-M. Schenke, ‘Die Taten 
des Petrus und der zwölf Apostel’, in W. Schneemelcher, Neutestamentliche Apokry­
phen. II. Apostolisches, Apokalypsen und Verwandtes, Tübingen, 1999, p. 368-80 and id. 
(ed.), Neutestamentliche Apokryphen. I. Evangelien, Tübingen, 1999, p. 300). This prob-
ably had to do with the prestige that the canonical gospels acquired at a very early stage: 
these texts already told the story of the group of the twelve apostles and it was difficult 
for other traditions to discuss this topic too. See R. Gounelle, ‘Actes apocryphes des 
apôtres et Actes des apôtres canoniques. État de la recherche et perspectives nouvelles (I)’, 
Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religieuses 84 (2004), p. 3-30 and id., ‘Actes apocryphes 
des apôtres et Actes des apôtres canoniques. État de la recherche et perspectives nouvelles 
(II)’, Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religieuses 84 (2004), p. 419-441 for an extensive 
discussion of the relationship between canonical and apocryphal acts of the apostles. 
Non-canonical stories could discuss events that were not described in the canon without 
being necessarily condemned by the ecclesiastical authorities: e.g. the lives of the apostles 
after they were sent into the world by Christ were an acceptable subject matter.
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was more important than other bishops, since Peter and Paul died in 
Rome. This idea is most clearly expressed in his epigram 20:
Figure 1. A copy of Damasus’ epigram in the modern San Sebastiano fuori le 
Mura (formerly known as Basilica apostolorum) in Rome.20
You must realise that once the saints dwelt here, you, whoever you are, 
who asks for the names of Peter and Paul alike. The East sent these dis-
ciples, something we freely admit, and – having followed Christ beyond 
the stars because of the merit of their blood – they have reached the ce-
lestial heartlands and the realms of the pious: Rome has deserved more 
(sc.: than other cities) to claim them as its own citizens. These things 
Damasus wants to mention, new stars, as your praise.21
Damasus’ pride is felt in every verse. This epigram was placed in the Ba­
silica apostolorum, which is today’s San Sebastiano fuori le mura on the 
Via Appia.
20 All photos in this article were taken by the author, unless indicated otherwise.
21 Hic habitasse prius sanctos cognoscere debes / nomina quisque Petri pariter Paulique 
requiris. / Discipulos Oriens misit, quod sponte fatemur; / sanguinis ob meritum Chris­
tumque per astra secuti / aetherios petiere sinus regnaque piorum: / Roma suos potius meruit 
defendere ciues. / Haec Damasus vestras referat noua sidera laudes. Damasus, Epigram­
mata 20, A. Ferrua, Epigrammata Damasiana, Rome, 1942. Translation: author. Fer-
rua’s text is found with commentary and German translation in U. Reutter, Damasus, 
Bischof von Rom (366­384). Leben und Werk, Tübingen, 2009.
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Figure 2. The San Sebastiano fuori le Mura in Rome as it can be seen today.
According to legend, the heads of both Peter and Paul were kept for a 
while in this place. Damasus presented the two apostles as citizens of 
Rome (suos ciues), since their bodies were buried in the eternal city.22 
This poem is the first we have in which Peter and Paul are presented 
together: the so-called concordia apostolorum that was popular through-
out art and literature in the second half of the fourth century.23 Like 
Proba’s poem, Damasus’s epigram is part of a long tradition: Vergilian 
22 R. Brändle, ‘Petrus und Paulus als nova sidera’, Theologische Zeitschrift 47 
(1992), p. 207-217, at p. 208-209. Cf. H. Chadwick, ‘Pope Damasus and the peculiar 
claim of Rome to St. Peter and St. Paul’, in W.C. Van Unnik (ed.), Neotestamentica et 
patristica. Eine Freundesgabe, Herrn Professor Dr. Oscar Cullmann zu seinem 60. Geburts­
tag überreicht, Leiden, 1992, p. 313-318, at p. 314. See the fifth-century historian Sozo-
menos, Historia Ecclesiastica III,8,5 for a reference to bishop Eusebius of Nicomedia, 
who mentioned the Eastern provenance of Peter and Paul, while Rome ‘only’ had their 
graves. Other martyrs were also said by Damasus to have found a new home in Rome, cf. 
his epigrams 46, 2-5 and 48, 1-3. 
23 See J.M. Huskinson, Concordia apostolorum. Christian propaganda at Rome 
in the fourth and fifth centuries. A study in Early Christian iconography and iconology, 
Oxford, 1982 passim. Huskinson largely ignores poetry, but he does discuss this epigram, 
see e.g. on p. 89: ‘However, it is the placing by Damasus of an inscription proclaiming 
the nova sidera in the Basilica apostolorum that must be seen as the unmistakable act of 
propaganda which underlined the concordia apostolorum.’
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references are abundant. Moreover, Peter and Paul are called ‘new stars’, 
noua sidera: this probably refers to the Dioscuri or Castor and Pollux 
(who were also represented as stars, the constellation Gemini), the tradi-
tional pagan defenders of Rome. Peter and Paul are presented as the new, 
Christian defenders of the city.24
Several poets were involved in projects that concerned the construc-
tion and decoration of churches. Paulinus of Nola (355-431) is famous 
for his efforts to create a complex for pilgrimage in Nola (modern Ci-
mitile) in honour of the otherwise completely unknown saint Felix.
Figure 3. The Basilica vetus in Nola (tomb of saint Felix behind 
the third arcade from the left), modern Cimitile.
24 S. Diefenbach, Römische Erinnerungsräume: Heiligenmemoria und kollektive 
Identitäten im Rom des 3. bis 5. Jahrhunderts n. Chr., Berlin, 2007, p. 308-309; A. Hack, 
‘Zur römischen Doppelapostolizität. Überlegungen ausgehend von einem Epigramm 
Papst Damasus’ I. (366-384)’, Hagiographica 4 (1997), p. 9-33, at p. 25-26; Huskinson, 
Concordia apostolorum, p. 110. Apart from the Dioscuri, Peter and Paul were also seen as 
the new Romulus and Remus, see J. Fontaine, Naissance de la poésie dans l’occident chré­
tien. Esquisse d’une histoire de la poésie latine chrétienne du IIIe au VIe siècle, Paris, 1981, 
p. 121. It was Damasus who established 29 June as a feast day for Peter and Paul, see R. 
Klein, ‘Paulus praeco Dei – Petrus summus discipulus Dei. Die Bedeutung der beiden 
Apostel für Prudentius (praefatio 1 und 2 contra Symmachum)’, in Pietro e Paolo. Il loro 
rapporto con Roma nelle testimonianze antiche: XXIX Incontro di studiosi dell’antichità 
cristiana, Rome, 2001, p. 337. On this day, one traditionally commemorated the apothe-
osis of Romulus, one of the founders of Rome. It is not clear if this feast was still in use 
in Damasus’ time, see G. Lønstrup dal Santo, ‘Constructing myths: The foundation 
of Roma Christiana on 29 June’, Analecta Romana Instituti Danici 33 (2008), p. 19-56, 
at p. 19-30.
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He decorated his churches with images, a practice that he apologised for 
in his famous Carmen 27. According to Paulinus, the images would di-
vert the minds of the peasants visiting the churches from earthly matters 
like feasting and eating. Paulinus also added captions in verse to his imag-
es. These captions or tituli explicitly link poetry and the visual arts as ways 
of expression that were meant to embellish a message which could also be 
told in plain prose. The tituli were not Paulinus’ invention, however. We 
also have tituli written by Ambrose and a collection of tituli, called Dit­
tochaeon, by Prudentius. Tituli are short poems, in the form of epigrams, 
which probably elaborated on what could be seen in the accompanying 
images. Unfortunately, no titulus has survived in situ with the image it 
explained. Therefore, the genre of the tituli is one of the mostly debated 
genres of late antique literature.25 The main discussion is about their pur-
pose. The tituli were probably depicted high on the wall or in the apse 
and therefore illegible. Moreover, 85 to 90 percent of the populace in An-
tiquity was illiterate. Maybe well-informed guides or priests in churches 
informed visitors about the content of the tituli. Moreover, the written 
word was held in great esteem in Late Antiquity. Therefore, the depiction 
of a text could even impress illiterate church-goers. The tituli were also 
used in another way: they were exchanged as intellectual gifts in letters 
between aristocrats (Paulinus included some of them in his letters).
The confined space of this article does not allow for further discus-
sion of Christian poetry, but there is one more fact worth observing – 
namely that all great Christian poets of the fourth century referred to the 
apostles: Ambrose in his hymns, but also the most famous early Chris-
tian poets Prudentius and Paulinus of Nola in their poetry dedicated to 
the martyrs.26 The apostles were even mentioned in satirical poetry by 
25 Some interesting modern studies on tituli include G. Herbert de la Port-
barré-Viard, Descriptions monumentales et discours sur l’édification chez Paulin de Nole. 
Le regard et la lumière (epist. 32 et carm. 27 et 28), Leiden – Boston, 2006, about Pauli-
nus; A. Arnulf, Versus ad picturas. Studien zur Titulusdichtung als Quellengattung der 
Kunstgeschichte von der Antike bis zum Hochmittelalter, Munich  – Berlin, 1997; L.G. 
Duggan, ‘Was art really the ‘book of the illiterate’?’, Word & Image: a Journal of Verbal/
Visual Enquiry 5 (1989), p. 227-251, about tituli of Paulinus and of other poets. See also 
the contribution of F. Lubian, ‘Il genere iconologico nella poesia latina fra fine IV e VI 
secolo: cenni preliminari (e un esempio)’ and the responses by L. Cristante and R. 
Dijkstra in V. Gheller (ed.), Ricerche a confronto. Dialoghi di antichità classica e del 
vicino oriente, Montorso Vicentino, 2013, p. 250-265
26 In my dissertation – Portraying witnesses, The apostles in early Christian art and 
poetry (2014) – I discuss all examples of the representation of the apostles in early Chris-
tian Greek and Latin poetry and also provide a much more detailed account of what is 
summarily presented in the following.
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the poet Claudian – working at the court of emperor Theodosius at the 
end of the fourth century – to mock the cult of the saints.27
The apostles in early Christian art
We have seen the role of the apostles in poetry and the emphasis on the 
concordia duodecim and concordia apostolorum. More or less contempo-
rary to these developments in poetry was the emergence of examples 
of Christian (figurative) art.28 Most early Christian art derives from a 
funerary context (catacomb paintings, sarcophagi). Unfortunately, al-
most no church interiors survive; the only surviving images with apos-
tles from churches are the mural paintings from a house church in Dura 
Europos, modern Syria, the apse mosaic in the church of Santa Pudenzi-
ana in Rome, and the mosaics in the Battistero di San Giovanni in Fonte 
in the cathedral of Naples. The other remaining mosaics with apostles 
from our period – two mosaics in the mausoleum of Santa Costanza in 
Rome – are also from a funerary context: a private memorial for Con-
stantine’s daughter.
27 The discussion about Claudian’s religious conviction is immense and will prob-
ably never stop. Testimonies from Antiquity consider Claudian a pagan: he is a Christi 
nomine alienus (Augustinus, De Ciuitate Dei 5, 26) and a paganus peruicacissimus 
(according to Orosius, Adversus paganos 7, 35, 21). A. Cameron, Claudian. Poetry 
and propaganda at the Court of Honorius, Oxford, 1970, p. 191-192 (cf. 214), is sceptic 
about the reliability of Augustine’s and Orosius’ judgments. Nevertheless, he does not 
exclude the possibility that Claudian was a pagan, cf. p. 228. P.G. Christiansen – D. 
Christiansen, ‘Claudian: the last great pagan poet’, L’Antiquité classique 78 (2009), 
p. 133-144, at p. 138-141, argue that the testimonies should be taken at face value and 
emphasize that emperors were lenient towards aristocratic pagans on several occasions 
(e.g. Theodose towards Pacatus), as was Theodose towards Claudian in this case. The 
poem I refer to here is carmen minus 50. Paul, Peter, Thomas and Bartholomew are men-
tioned, see e.g. G. Brummer, ‘Wer war Jacobus? Zur Deutung von Claudian C. M. 50’, 
Byzantinische Zeitschrift 65 (1972), p. 339-352, F.E. Consolino, ‘Poetry and Politics 
in Claudian’s carmina minora 22 and 50’, in W.-W. Ehlers – F. Felgentreu – S.M. 
Wheeler (eds.), Aetas Claudianea. Eine Tagung an der Freien Universität Berlin vom 
28. bis 30. Juni 2002, Munich – Leipzig, 2004, p. 142-174 and J. Vanderspoel, ‘Clau-
dian, Christ and the cult of the saints’, Classical Quaterly 36 (1986), p. 244-255.
28 See for this development and the ambiguous attitude of the Church towards im-
ages in particular C. Murray, ‘Art and the Early Church’, Journal of Theological Studies 
28 (1977), p. 303-345, an excellent introduction on the topic.
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Figure 4. The apse mosaic (heavily restored) in the Santa Pudenziana in Rome, 
with Christ enthroned, amidst his apostles. The symbols of the four evangelists 
are depicted in the sky, above the heavenly Jerusalem. Photo: Centre for Art 
Historical Documentation, Radboud University Nijmegen (henceforth CKD, RU 
Nijmegen).
Most remaining objects of early Christian art are from Rome and its sur-
roundings, but we also have many objects from the rest of Italy, Gaul, 
Spain, and the Balkans. Little is left from the Eastern part of the em-
pire. Many early Christian artefacts may have been demolished during 
a period of iconoclasm in the Byzantine Empire (especially the period 
730-787).29
29 Homily 1 and 11 by Asterius of Amaseia (fl. around 400) testify to the existence 
of early Christian art in the Eastern part of the empire. See on this topic also e.g. A. 
Cameron, ‘Art and the early Christian imagination’, Eastern Christian Art 2 (2005), 
p. 1-8 and J. Beckwith, ‘Early Christian art: the Eastern provinces of the Empire and 
Byzantium’, in s.n., Tardo antico e alto medioevo. La forma artistica nel passaggio dall’ 
antichità al medioevo (Roma 4­7 aprile 1967), Rome, 1968, p. 223-239.
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Figure 5. Mosaics from the San Giovanni in Fonte baptistery in Naples: mono-
gram of Christ (left) and a Dominus legem dat scene (right, only Christ and 
Peter are still visible). Photo on the right: CKD, RU Nijmegen.
The iconography of the earliest surviving works of art is characterized by 
an emphasis on Jesus Christ, as is the case in poetry of the same period, 
with the focus on his life and the miracles that he performed. Certain 
Old Testament scenes are also very popular, e.g. Jonah and the big fish. 
Some images have Christian as well as pagan connotations, for example 
the Kriophoros or sheep bearer, an image that functions as a pagan sym-
bol for fortune, but can also be encountered in a Christian context as 
an image of Christ as the Good Shepherd. This is also explained by the 
fact that many people probably went to the same craftsmen to produce 
paintings or sarcophagi. Many scenes were standardized, probably due 
to the fact that most people would have chosen from a format.30
In the fourth century, Christian imagery became more varied and the 
apostles had a more prominent position. Still, there are only two main 
types of images of the apostles: either Peter and Paul alone are depicted, 
or the twelve together. In both types, Christ is often present as well. Thus 
we encounter a trend that we have already observed in early Christian 
poetry, namely the emphasis on the concordia apostolorum or the concor­
dia duodecim.
30 See e.g. B. Russel, ‘The Roman Sarcophagus ‘Industry’: a reconsideration’, in 
J. Elsner – J. Huskinson, Life, death and representation. Some new work on Roman 
sarcophagi, Berlin – New York, 2011, p. 119-147 on sarcophagi and N. Zimmermann, 
Werkstattgruppen römischer Katakombenmalerei, Münster, 2002 on catacomb paintings.
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Figure 6. The back of the sarcophagus of Stilicho with Christ and the twelve 
apostles, 380-400, cast from the Musei Vaticani, Museo Pio Cristiano, Vatican 
City (Original in the Basilica di Sant’ Ambrogio, Milan). Christ and his 
(standing) apostles are also depicted on the front of the same sarcophagus.
The apostles are almost always depicted in the same way: they wear a 
white folded tunic, a pallium, and sandals. They are depicted as ancient 
philosophers. Comparable to the intertextual references that linked early 
Christian poetry to classical literature (as we saw in the example of Proba 
above), craftsmen of early Christian art used traditional visualisations to 
depict the apostles. They do not have individual features or attributes: 
each man is an anonymous part of the whole group. Even if they seem 
distinguishable, it is not possible to ascribe particular characteristics to 
a particular apostle. One of the reasons for this phenomenon is prob-
ably the lack of information on the physical appearance of the apostles in 
early Christian texts.31 Very recently, the so-called catacombs of Thecla 
31 D.R. Cartlidge – J.K. Elliott, Art & the Christian apocrypha, London – 
New York, 2001, p. 172-235 discuss images of the apostles, focusing on images derived 
from apocryphal texts; p. 174-176 are devoted to descriptions of the apostles in texts. 
The physical appearance of the apostles (or other figures) is only rarely hinted at in the 
biblical canon, see A.J. Malherbe, ‘A physical Description of Paul’, The Harvard Theo­
logical Review 79 (1986), p. 170-175, at p. 172. In the apocrypha, the most famous pas-
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were discovered in Rome, allegedly containing the first distinctive por-
traits of Andrew and John and the first iconic images of Peter and Paul.32
The appearance of the apostles is also based on aesthetical concerns: 
artists often tried to make a symmetrical picture by alternating between 
the apostles when depicting them with or without a beard. Variation 
is particularly important in earlier images, while in later images sym-
metry becomes the most important consideration when depicting the 
apostles. There is a tendency to add an attribute to each apostle, in most 
cases a scroll or a book that served as a sign of their learnedness and 
dignity and possibly also was a nod to their authorship of canonical 
and apocryphal texts. The attributes indicating the way they died ap-
pear much later.33
Despite the apostle lists of twelve men in the canonical NT (Mt 10, 
2-4; Mk 3, 16-19; Lk 6, 14-16; Act 1, 13), depictions of the apostles did 
not always consist of twelve men: if space was limited, a smaller number 
of apostles was depicted. Nevertheless, these images were clearly meant 
to represent the twelve. If apostles are not central to the meaning of an 
image, they are often depicted as witnesses to the miracles of Christ: very 
often, a man is shown behind Christ as he is performing a miracle. This 
man functions as a witness and as a messenger for people after him who 
did not witness the event themselves.34 In most cases an apostle who 
functions as a witness has no beard.35 The role of the apostles as wit-
nesses also explains the frequently restricted interest in the exact number 
of apostles depicted.
sage is a description of the appearance of Paul in the Acta Pauli 3, 2; see A.J. Malherbe 
and R.M. Grant, ‘The description of Paul in the Acts of Paul and Thecla’, Vigiliae Chris­
tianae 36 (1986), p. 1-4. It has also been argued that there is a Byzantine description of 
Peter bearing traces of an old text, see C.R. Matthews, ‘Nicephorus Callistus’ physical 
description of Peter: an orignal component of the Acts of Peter?’, Apocrypha 7 (1996), 
p. 135-145.
32 B. Mazzei (ed.), Il cubicolo degli apostoli nelle catacombe romane di Santa Tecla. 
Cronaca di un scoperta a cura di Barbara Mazzei, Città del Vaticano, 2010.
33 J. Ficker, Die Darstellung der Apostel in der altchristlichen Kunst. Eine ikonogra­
phische Studie, Leipzig, 1887, p. 78-80.
34 Id., p. 71.
35 Id., p. 70.
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Figure 7. Front of the sarcophagus of Concordius with the apostles: note the 
men in the background witnessing the event, first half of the fourth century, 
Musée de l’Arles antique, Arles.
Even Peter and Paul only acquired individual features from the fourth 
century onwards and not in all images in which they were depicted (e.g. 
fig. 8). The representation of Paul is the most consistent, probably be-
cause his position in (early) Christianity is most univocal: he is the ma­
gister or teacher of the Christians.36 Paul is pre-eminently an apostle who 
appeals to the intellectual elite. He is therefore depicted as a professor: 
he is bald, with a pointed beard and a sharp nose.37 Sometimes, he is 
clearly modelled on Socrates.38
36 Id., p. 47-8.
37 F. Bisconti, ‘La sapienza, la concordia, il martirio. La figura di Paolo nell’ im-
maginario iconografico della tarda antichità’, in U. Utro (ed.), San Paolo in Vaticano. La 
figura e la parola dell’ apostolo delle genti nelle raccolte pontificie. Città del Vaticano, Musei 
Vaticani 26 giugno – 27 settembre 2009, Città del Vaticano, 2009, p. 163-176, at p. 163-
166. Bisconti also discusses two types of philosopher portraits in Late Antiquity and 
Paul’s portrait reflecting one of the two. For the iconography of Paul in early Christian 
art in general see especially Utro, San Paolo in Vaticano.
38 P. Zanker, Die Maske des Sokrates. Das Bild des Intellektuellen in der antiken 
Kunst, Munich, 1995, p. 284-285; Cartlidge – Elliott, Art & the Christian apocry­
pha, p. 139-142.
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Paul was rarely depicted before the Constantinian period and only 
became more important in the second half of the fourth century. The 
depiction of Peter and Paul together, the most obvious expression of the 
concordia apostolorum idea, was also developed in this period.39
Figure 8. Concordia apostolorum on a gold glass from fourth century Rome, 
Musei Vaticani, Museo Pio Cristiano, Vatican City.
Some scholars have suggested that after Constantine’s reign, the mid-
dle of the fourth century was another turning point in the history 
of early Christian art: the Church had first doubted whether images 
should be allowed in Christian religion (given the Second Command-
ment), but now decided that they could be used for the Christian 
cause. Moreover, images were already abundant in the private sphere; 
thus the Church was most likely adapting to common practice. From 
this moment onwards, theologians, i.e. the higher clergy, actively en-
gaged in designing imagery, and Christian images became more com-
plex. This meant that greater attention was paid to images of scenes 
39 Bisconti, ‘La sapienza’, p. 168-71; cf. footnote 23 above.

APOCRYPHAL LEGENDS ABOUT THE APOSTLES IN EARLY CHRISTIAN ART AND POETRY
and situations that were not literally described in the Bible.40 For ex-
ample, images with Peter and Paul surrounding Christ, Christ giving 
the keys of heaven to Peter – or a scroll depicting his new law – now 
came to the fore.
This hypothesis is debatable. Certain bishops certainly stimulated 
the development of early Christian art, as is clear from the examples of 
the clerical poets Ambrose and Paulinus of Nola. However, it is far from 
certain that the Church directly controlled early Christian imagery. An 
indirect influence is more likely: sermons and liturgy naturally affected 
the Christians who listened to them. Therefore, the ideas of leading 
Church officials would have influenced indirectly expressions of early 
Christian culture such as poetry and art.
Figure 9. Peter’s water miracle and arrest, Roman sarcophagus, 325-350, Musei 
Vaticani, Museo Pio Cristiano, Vatican City.
The only individual apostle who has been frequently depicted in sev-
eral different scenes is Peter. He already figures on one of the very first 
40 F.W. Deichmann – T. Klauser, Frühchristliche Sarkophage in Bild und Wort, 
Olten, 1966, p. 6-7; 18-20.
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images of Christian art, in the house church of Dura Europos.41 In this 
image, showing Peter’s attempt to walk on the waves, Christ is the main 
figure. Images in which Peter is the most important figure do not occur 
before the Constantinian period.42 In that period, three scenes from the 
life of Peter (known as the Petrine trilogy) became extremely popular: 
the water miracle – referring to an apocryphal story of Peter who, during 
his imprisonment, baptized two soldiers with water that he had miracu-
lously procured from a rock –,43 his arrest – a scene that replaces more 
explicit depictions of Peter’s martyrdom (cf. p. 106-108) –, and a scene 
which reminds us both of his denial of Jesus and of his conversation with 
Christ at the sea of Galilee ( Jn 21, 15-19); the scene functioned as an ex­
emplum for Christians and emphasized the remission of sins.44 On a few 
other occasions, Peter is depicted also as a teacher.45 There was not one 
41 See e.g. D. Korol, ‘Neues zu den alt- und neutestamentlichen Darstellungen im 
Baptisterium von Dura-Europos’, in D. Hellholm – T. Vegge – Ø. Norderval – C. 
Hellholm (eds.), Ablution, initiation, and Baptism. Late Antiquity, early Judaism, and 
early Christianity, Berlin – Boston, 2011, vol. II, p. 1611-1672; E. Dinkler, ‘Die ersten 
Petrusdarstellungen. Ein archäologischer Beitrag zur Geschichte des Petrusprimates’, 
Marburger Jahrbuch für Kunstwissenschaft 11-2 (1939), p. 1-80, at p. 11-16.
42 On the representation of Peter on sarcophagi, see especially J. Dresken-
Weiland, ‘Petrusdarstellungen und ihre Bedeutung in der frühchristlichen Kunst’, in 
S. Heid (ed.), Petrus und Paulus in Rom. Eine interdisziplinäre Debatte, Freiburg etc., 
2011, p. 126-152; and Dinkler, ‘Die ersten Petrusdarstellungen’. On the Constantin-
ian ‘Petrussturm’, see Cartlidge  – Elliott, Art & the Christian apocrypha, p.  138 
with further references.
43 The story is in the Martyrium Petri of Pseudo-Linus. Further references and 
information in Scheemelcher (ed.), Neutestamentliche Apokryphen. II. Apostolisches, 
Apokalypsen und Verwandtes, p. 392.
44 In poetry, Ambrose emphasizes that Peter’s tears, after his denial, washed away 
his sin: hymn 1, 25-28; cf. Ambrosius, In Lucam 10,88-92. Exegetes had found a way 
to give a positive explanation for a story which at first sight appears shameful for Pe-
ter. For the scene of Peter and Christ with a cock in early Christian art, see especially J. 
Dresken-Weiland, Sarkophagbestattungen des 4.­6. Jahrhunderts im Westen des römi­
schen Reiches, Rome etc., 2003, p. 146-162 and E. Sotomayor, S. Pedro en la iconogra­
fia paleocristiana. Testimonios de la tradición cristiana sobre S. Pedro en los monumentos 
iconográficos anteriores al siglo sexto (excerpta), Granada, 1962, p. 28-51. Dresken-Wei-
land, ‘Petrusdarstellungen’; M. Sotomayor, ‘Petrus und Paulus in der frühchristli-
chen Ikonographie’, in D. Stutzinger (ed.), Spätantike und frühes Christentum, Frank-
furt am Main,1983, p. 199-210; G. Stuhlfauth, Die apokryphen Petrusgeschichten in 
der altchristlichen Kunst, Berlin – Leipzig, 1925 also discuss Petrine scenes in early Chris-
tian art.
45 Dresken-Weiland, Sarkophagbestattungen, p.  141-144. For numbers of 
specific occurrences see Dinkler, ‘Die ersten Petrusdarstellungen’, p.  22. Cf. Car-
tlidge – Elliott, Art & the Christian apocrypha, p. 163-171 (mainly discussing earlier 
literature).

APOCRYPHAL LEGENDS ABOUT THE APOSTLES IN EARLY CHRISTIAN ART AND POETRY
stable type of Peter in the earliest forms of Christian art as far as his outer 
appearance is concerned. Only in the second half of the fourth century 
do two types of fixed representation of the apostle appear: showing him 
with long, but thin, hair and a long curly beard or with a short beard and 
a small round face.46
Figure 10. Scene with Christ, Peter (with beard) and a cock, sarcophagus 
found in the St. Callixtus catacombs, 325-350, Musei Vaticani, Museo pio 
Cristiano, Vatican City.
46 Ficker, Die Darstellung der Apostel, p. 104-105; Cartlidge – Elliott, Art 
& the Christian apocrypha, p. 142-143.
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The role of non-canonical stories about the apostles in 
art and poetry
The most popular story about the apostles in early Christianity was the 
apocryphal story of the martyrdom of Peter and Paul in Rome. This story 
was so well-known that it seems to have been considered as authentic from 
the outset, even if it was not described in the New Testament. For reasons 
explained earlier, the bishop of Rome (who had much influence in liter-
ary and artistic circles) had a vested interest in promoting this story – al-
though he may well have believed it to be authentic. It is still a matter of 
debate whether the apostles really died in Rome,47 but it must be said that 
the sources are remarkably early. Whatever the outcome of this debate, the 
most important fact is that the martyrdom of Peter and Paul in Rome was 
generally accepted.48 However, it was not depicted in a direct way: it has of-
ten been noticed that early Christian art does not include many gruesome 
images, despite the fact that violent martyr stories were in abundance. Ex-
amples of images of the crucifixion of Christ were rare before the year 400.49
Figure 11. Magical gemmae with the crucifixion of Christ, third-fourth cen-
tury, British Museum, London.
47 Extensive recent discussion in O. Zwierlein, Petrus in Rom. Die literarischen 
Zeugnisse. Mit einer kritischen Edition der Martyrien des Petrus und Paulus auf neuer 
handschriftlicher Grundlage, Berlin – New York, 20102.
48 See in primary sources e.g. Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 3, 3, 2-3 and Eusebius, 
Historia Ecclesiastica 2, 25, 7-8.
49 See F. Harley, ‘The narration of Christ’s passion in early Christian art’, in J. Burke 
(ed.), Byzantine narrative. Papers in honour of Roger Scott, Melbourne, 2006, p. 221-232.
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This has often been explained by the fact that death by crucifixion was 
considered a shameful death, even more so for the son of God. But Peter 
and Paul were honoured precisely because they died for the faith. Still, 
their death as such is never depicted, but only referred to in art. As noted 
above, Peter’s arrest was depicted frequently; Paul was also sometimes 
depicted, accompanied by soldiers and awaiting his martyrdom. In most 
of the cases, Paul’s martyrdom is depicted together with that of Peter.
Figure 12. Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, 359, Museo Storico del Tesoro della 
Basilica di San Pietro, Vatican City. Peter’s arrest (leading to his martyrdom) 
is depicted second from the left above, Paul’s martyrdom in the right corner 
below. Photo: CKD, RU Nijmegen.
The same can be said of the description of the death of Peter and Paul in 
poetry. The most famous example is probably the twelfth hymn of Pru-
dentius, whom many consider to be the most talented early Christian 
poet. In his hymn he describes the feast day devoted to Peter and Paul 
(29th June).
Prudentius explains that both apostles died on the same day, but one 
year apart, so providing yet another reason for relating their deaths to 
one another.50 Verses 11-20 and 21-28 are devoted to the death of Peter 
50 Unus utrumque dies, pleno tamen innouatus anno. Prudentius, Peristephanon 
12, 5. M. Lavarenne (ed.), Prudence, tome IV. Le livre des couronnes (Peristephanon 
liber), Dittochaeon, Épilogue, Paris, 1951, p. 178.
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and Paul respectively. Prudentius mentions Nero, probably to empha-
size (again) that Peter and Paul died more or less in the same period. 
Nero has a considerable role in the story about the death of Paul in the 
apocryphal Martyrium Pauli, part of the Acta Pauli. In the martyrium 
of Peter in the Acta Petri (30-41), Nero is mentioned in the last section 
(41). However, he is mostly neglected in poetry.51 Although without 
the horror-like details which are often displayed – apparently much to 
people’s pleasure  – in late antique literature,52 the way in which Peter 
died (on the cross, upside down) is described fairly accurate by Pruden-
tius (Peristephanon 12,11-20):53 this richness of detail is not equalled in 
the visual arts. To indicate his martyrdom, images of Peter’s arrest often 
show the apostle bearing a cross on the way to his death, but the actual 
moment of death is never depicted.
In the case of Paul, the location of his death and the sword with 
which he was beheaded are sometimes depicted on sarcophagi, but as 
with Peter, the moment of his death is never depicted.54 The only aspect 
of Paul’s martyrdom referred to by Prudentius is that he was beheaded.
Elsewhere, Prudentius emphasizes the differences between Peter and 
Paul. Another hymn in his collection (Peristephanon 2) is devoted to the 
famous Roman martyr Lawrence. But Peter and Paul are also mentioned 
(vv. 461-64):
alter uocator gentium;
alter, cathedram possidens
primam, recludit creditas
aeternitatis ianuas.
‘The one calls the Gentiles, while the other occupies the foremost chair 
and opens the gates of eternity which were committed to him.’
Paul is the apostle who spread the Word among the gentiles or pagans 
(cf. 2 Tim 1, 11); this is in accordance with the idea that Paul represent-
51 Of all Christian poets only Commodianus (Carmen apologeticum 827-828) 
had named Nero with Peter and Paul before Prudentius, see e.g. C. Schubert, Studien 
zum Nerobild in der lateinischen Dichtung der Antike (diss.), Stuttgart – Leipzig, 1998, 
p. 382-388.
52 E.g. in Prudentius, Peristephanon 9, 42-64; 89-92.
53 The description of Peter’s death is often more elaborate than that of Paul, also in 
the apocryphal acts devoted to both apostles, see A. Rimoldi, ‘L’apostolo Pietro nella 
letteratura apocrifa dei primi 6 secoli’, La scuola cattolica 83 (1955), p. 196-224, at p. 211. 
54 See e.g. S.P. Uggeri, San Paolo nell’arte paleocristiana, Rome, 2010, p. 228-237.

APOCRYPHAL LEGENDS ABOUT THE APOSTLES IN EARLY CHRISTIAN ART AND POETRY
ed the gentiles and Peter the Jews in the Christian Church. Peter’s status 
is described in a more detailed way. He is linked to the Roman church, 
called the most important (primam) church of Christianity.55 Like the 
Church, Peter not only reigns over the earth (vv. 462-3), but also in 
heaven (vv. 463-4). He is represented as the gatekeeper of heaven.56
It appears that this conspicuous function of Peter was receiving more 
attention in Prudentius’ time. This seems to hint at a general aspect of 
early Christian art: that it was aimed at a Christian audience. Ideas about 
Peter were stronger in early Christian society than those about Paul. 
Moreover, most works of art (at least those that we still have) are from 
Rome, the city for which the position of Peter was particularly important. 
The importance of Peter was in most cases indicated by his position next 
to Christ: sometimes Jesus was depicted presenting a sroll containing his 
new law. This scene is traditionally called traditio legis. It appears difficult 
to interpret this allegorical image, for which there is no parallel text.57 
Some images show a text on the scroll saying ‘Dominus legem dat’, which 
seems a more appropriate title for the scene. The composition shows 
Christ proclaiming his new law, with Peter (catching the scroll) and Paul 
(acclaiming Christ) on his side. Contrary to the traditional interpretation 
(Christ handing over a scroll to Peter), it has been argued that Christ only 
shows the law to Peter, because he is standing and the roll is open and 
(often) in his left hand, whereas in traditional Roman imperial art, laws 
or other official documents are handed over by someone who is sitting 
with a closed scroll in his right hand. Probably, the apostles are depicted 
as authoritative witnesses. The image thus confirms the special position 
of Peter and Paul, with emphasis on the position of Peter in particular.58
55 In verse 473, Prudentius uses the word princeps again, but this time to denote 
the emperor Theodose. In this way, worldly and heavenly power are both mentioned. 
In Peristephanon 11, 31-32 the episcopal see is referred to: Una fides uigeat, prisco quae 
condita templo est, / quam Paulus retinet quamque cathedra Petri.
56 This is consistent with Mt 16, 19. Other poets who refer to Peter’s special posi-
tion are Juvencus (Euangeliorum libri quattuor 3, 283-284), Damasus (Ep. 4, 2) and, in 
Greek, Gregory of Nazianzus (Carmina moralia 1, 488 or I, 2, 1 488 in Migne’s Patrolo­
gia Graeca 37).
57 On the traditio legis scene, see e.g. Uggeri, San Paolo nell’arte paleocristiana, 
p.  236-283, M.B. Rasmussen, ‘Traditio legis  – Bedeutung und Kontext’, in J. Flei-
scher – N. Hannestad – J. Lund – M. Nielsen (eds.), Late Antiquity – art in con­
text, Copenhagen, 2001, p. 21-52; C. Pietri, Roma Christiana. Recherches sur l’Église de 
Rome, son organisation, sa politique, son idéologie de Miltiade à Sixte III (311­440), Rome, 
1976, p. 1413-1440.
58 The city of Ravenna was aware of a tradition of Paul receiving the law, see esp. 
Uggeri, San Paolo nell’arte paleocristiana, p. 177-183.
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Except for their martyrdom and position next to Christ in the apos-
tolic college or the Dominus legem dat motif, early Christian art offered 
only a few other scenes that depicted events from the life of Paul and 
Peter. Thus, of all apocryphal stories circulating in Late Antiquity, only 
the Petrine trilogy and the martyrdom were frequently depicted: both 
testify to Peter’s pre-eminent position. One other apocryphal scene is 
present in both art and poetry: the scene of Peter with the dog of Simon 
Magus (Acta Petri 9), which is found five times on sarcophagi. In po-
etry it is referred to only once, in Commodianus’ Carmen apologeticum 
626.59 However, the geographical and temporal distance between the 
appearance of the scene in both media of art and poetry and the appar-
ent lack of popularity of the poet Commodianus suggest that art did not 
depend on the poetical version of the story.
Most poets, especially in the second half of the fourth century, did 
know at least some of the apocryphal stories. Paulinus of Nola, for ex-
ample, refers to the missionary regions that were visited by lesser known 
apostles like Philip and Lebbaeus, but also those visited by Matthew and 
Thomas (Carmen 19, 81-3). Paulinus also refers to Andrew’s mission and 
death in Patras, in accordance with the Acts of Andrew (Carmen 27, 406-
10). We also have a hymn devoted to Andrew, attributed to Damasus 
but probably not written by him.60 Ambrose, bishop of Milan, states that 
John survived a cauldron filled with boiling oil (hymn 6, 25-32), a legend 
already attested in a work by Tertullian (praes. her. 36, 3). Paulinus of 
Nola, again, refers to the apocryphal acts of John in which a story is told 
about John chasing Diana out of Ephesus (carmen 19, 95; cf. Acta Johan­
nis 37-45). The only poet to mention apocryphal stories who lived earlier 
is Commodianus. He refers to two rare stories: apart from the story of 
Peter with the dog, he mentions Paul’s conversation with a lion (Car­
59 See Dresken-Weiland, ‘Petrusdarstellungen’, p.  151; J.A. Ostrowski, 
‘Apocryphal and canonical scenes. Some remarks on the iconography of the sarcophagus 
from the collection of the National Museum in Cracow’, Travaux du centre d’archéologie 
méditerranéenne de l’académie polonaise des sciences 13 (1983), p. 305-309 does not know 
Rep3 304a from Marseille (to be found in B. Christern-Briesenick, Repertorium 
der christlich­antiken Sarkophage. Band III. Frankreich, Algerien, Tunesien, Mainz am 
Rhein, 2003. Cf. for the figure of Simon in Late Antiquity A. Ferreiro, Simon Magus 
in patristic, medieval and early modern traditions, Leiden, 2005, p. 147-200.
60 Hymn 70, part of the ‘pseudodamasiana’ edited by M. Ihm, Damasi epigram­
mata. Accedunt pseudodamasiana aliaque ad Damasiana inlustranda idonea, Leipzig, 
1895.
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men apologeticum 627-628; Acta Pauli 6), and a child of five months old 
speaking to Peter (Carmen apologeticum 627-630; Acta Petri 15).61
Conclusion
Both poetry and art in Late Antiquity had a restricted repertoire of sto-
ries about the apostles. The concordia duodecim (unity among the twelve 
apostles) and concordia apostolorum (unity between Peter and Paul) were 
popular concepts in both media. Especially in the visual arts, Peter as an 
individual apostle had a more prominent position than Paul.
The other apostles had a minor role, but they received slightly more 
attention in poetry than in the visual arts. In poetry, at least some stories 
about them were told, but in the visual arts they were not recognised as 
individual apostles until the year 400. Although the apocryphal Acts of 
the Apostles, which told stories about them that were not in the Bible, 
were very popular, most stories did not make it into poetry and art. Po-
ets who wanted to devote a poem to one particular apostle had to use 
some apocryphal material: a necessity due to a lack of information in the 
canon. But only few poems devoted to individual apostles were written 
before the fifth century.
If we look at the situation from another point of view, departing from 
the non-biblical repertoire of early Christian art, we see that a few apocry-
phal stories are depicted more frequently, especially those that depict Pe-
ter (his arrest and the water miracle). Some allegorical scenes do not have 
an equivalent poetical description, such as the Dominus legem dat motif, 
although they are few in number. In poetry, by contrast, a greater variety 
of apocryphal stories about the apostles are used, but still only inciden-
tally, whereas in early Christian art some other stories – different from 
those that were popular in poetry, except for the martyrdom of Peter and 
Paul – were depicted quite often. Poets may have been better informed 
about the variety of Christian traditions than those who ordered and de-
signed images, but we must not forget that many Christian artefacts have 
been lost. Unfortunately, we know only very little about the circumstanc-
61 However, it cannot be decided if Commodianus knew the whole of the Acta 
Petri and Acta Pauli, see Schneemelcher, Neutestamentliche Apokryphen. II. Apos­
tolisches, Apokalypsen und Verwandtes, p.  245; cf. id., p.  197. For modern editions of 
Commodianus see J.-M. Poinsotte, Commodien. Instructions (Budé, 392), Paris, 2009 
and I. Martin, Commodianus: Instructionum libri duo  – Carmen de duobus populis 
(Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina, 128), Turnhout, 1960.
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es in which art was produced and so it may be that the apocryphal stories 
were not as popular as sometimes has been thought, at least not among 
the elite who read poetry and commissioned Christian art.
Although stories about the apostles were used only sparingly in late 
antique poetry and art, early Christian culture laid the foundations of 
an artistic tradition. Originally firmly bound to traditional forms, as was 
the case with Proba, Christians soon found a way to express their ideas 
in a language and imagery of their own. It was in this late antique or early 
Christian culture that later generations (like the writers of the Virtutes 
apostolorum) ultimately found their inspiration.
